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1. My Military Service in Vietnam and After:  1968～ 1992
I served during the American war in Vietnam from 1968 to 1969.  I did not 
go to Vietnam because I hated communism and I wanted to fight for democracy. 
At that time I didn’t know anything about democracy or communism.  I went to 
Vietnam to please my father.  That was the case for many American boys like 
myself.  We were really going to please our fathers.  I knew nothing about the 
people, culture, or history of Vietnam;  I didn’t even know where it was on the 
world map.
However, a few years later, after I came back from the war, I finally learned 
＊[Editor’s Note] This essay is based on the lecture by the author, Mr. Mike Boehm, which 
was given at Nanzan University (sponsored by the Center for American Studies) on May 6, 
2005.  Mr. Boehm has been the project director of the Madison Quakers projects in Vietnam 
since 1994.  He is a Vietnam War veteran who served in Cu Chi, South Vietnam from 1968 
to 1969.  Mr. Boehm first returned to Vietnam in 1992 to help build a medical clinic. This 
experience changed his life and since then he has been working especially in My Lai (Son 
My).  My Lai is the scene of the 1968 infamous massacre of 504 innocent civilians by 
American soldiers.  He has initiated people-to-people projects in order to build reconciliation 
and mutual understanding between Vietnam and the United States.  As is mentioned in this 
easy, Mr. Boehm’s work in Vietnam (the Madison Quakers projects) has included the Loan 
Fund Projects (providing more than 3,000 loans to poor women, including ethic minorities), 
the Peace Parks both in the north of Hanoi and in My Lai (Son My), the funding for building 
primary schools in My Lai, the Art Penpals Project (art exchanges between the children of My 
Lai and Madison, Wisconsin), and the Sisters Meeting Sisters Project (an exchange between 
women’s organizations in Vietnam and El Salvador to discuss the problems facing women 
as a result of the devastation of war).  Boehm has traveled to Vietnam more than ten times to 
facilitate these projects.
Mr. Boehm is an editor of Winds of Peace:  Newsletter of Madison Quakers Projects in 
Vietnam. Among his essays are:  “My Lai Lessons in Forgiveness,” Progressive, March 1998; 
“U.S. Has, in Fact, Killed Lots of Civilians,” Wisconsin State Journal, Oct. 6, 2001.  The 
website for the Madison Quakers Projects is located at〈http://www.mylaipeacepark.org/〉 Inspired 
in part by the Madison Quakers Projects, Mr. Tran Van Thuy, a Vietnamese film director, 
produced the award winning documentary film titled The Sound of Violin in My Lai in 1998, 
the year of the 30th anniversary of the massacre.
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about the real reasons for the war in Vietnam.  And I realized that I had been lied 
to, tricked into committing evil.  Like so many other American veterans, when I 
found out that I had been duped, I became so filled with rage and hatred for my 
government I began to retreat from my society.  I could not participate in the 
society of the United States because I felt I had been betrayed.
This is something that is not very well understood about Vietnam veterans. 
We were all taught right from wrong, to know good from evil.  We trusted our 
institutions － our government and our schools.  We listened to so many of our 
churches promoting war and bowed our heads as our chaplains prayed over us to 
be successful in killing other human beings.  We trusted our parents, who told us 
we were doing the right thing, and then we went to war in Vietnam (and now Iraq) 
and found it was all a lie.
It comes as no surprise, after having the very foundations of life betrayed, that 
so many veterans have committed suicide.  Or that so many veterans end up in 
jail or homeless or addicted to drugs.  Referring to the men who took part in the 
massacre in My Lai, Ron Ridenhour wrote in Four Hours in My Lai, the book 
written by British journalists Michael Bilton and Kevin Sim.*
Only a few people who were in those circumstances had the presence of mind 
and the strength of their own character that would see them through....Only an 
extraordinary few could withstand the pressures and maintain their moral beings 
in that awful place, in those terrible conditions....But we shouldn’t － our society 
shouldn’t be structured....so that only the extraordinary few can conduct themselves 
in a moral fashion.
I finally reached a point in my life where I lived in a shack with no electricity 
or plumbing.  Just to be away from my society.  Because of all of the anger and 
grief I was carrying inside of me.  Because I could not believe in or accept the 
values that I saw being promoted by my country (This period of seven years that I 
lived in the shack was actually very healing.  It was during this time that I learned 
to play the violin.  I also took in and cared for orphaned wild animals such as 
squirrels, foxes, hawks, owls and deer.  I would care for them until they could live 
by themselves and then I would release them into the wild.  These seven years 
living in the shack was also an important transition period and, I believe, prepared 
me for the period in my life which I describe next).
2. My Visit to Vietnam in 1992 that Changed My Life － Building the Medical 
Clinic in Xuan Hiep Village, Dong Nai District, Vietnam（February, 1992）
My life changed in 1992 when I had the opportunity to go back to Vietnam 
with eleven other veterans to build a small medical clinic.  As we became 
acquainted with each other, we also realized that although we had all been in 
＊Michael Bilton and Kevin Sim, Four Hours in My Lai (London: Penguin Books, 1992), pp. 
374―375.
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Vietnam once before, this time back was really the first time we would actually 
get to know the people and culture of Vietnam.
We pooled all the information we each had of Vietnam and concluded that the 
people of Vietnam are an exceptional people, able to endure incredible hardship 
and suffering and yet still forge ahead.  During a period of nearly one hundred and 
thirty years the people of Vietnam resisted the French during their nearly ninety 
years of colonization.  They fought a nine-year war with the French, a ten-year 
war with the Americans and endured an eighteen-year economic embargo put in 
place by the American government at the end of the American war which some 
Vietnamese have told me was worse than the war itself.  During this same period 
of time the Vietnamese also fought against the Japanese, the Cambodians and the 
Chinese.  Despite all these wars, the Vietnamese have remained strong with their 
spirit unbroken.  They have been rebuilding their country without the proper tools, 
equipment or even enough food to eat.  They have remained strong and they are 
succeeding in overcoming their incredibly horrible past.
As we began to work on the clinic, digging the foundation and leveling the 
ground, we began finding live mortar rounds left over from the war.  A kind of 
small bomb.  One member of our group of veterans, Paul Barker, picked up one of 
the mortar rounds.  When he did that, the rest of us began to back away from him 
because it could have exploded in his face.
This is one of the legacies from the war in Vietnam that still killing the 
children of Vietnam.  Bombs left from the war will become exposed over the 
An example of peace and reconciliation-
former American soldiers working side-
by-side with Vietnamese
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years from rain and wind erosion.  Children see them and want to play with them 
and they explode in their hands.  So children continue to be wounded or die from 
a war that ended long before they were born.
For three and a half weeks we American veterans and Vietnamese veterans, 
former enemies, worked side by side together to build this medical clinic.  Both of 
us realized that as we were building a medical clinic we were also building a new 
peaceful relationship with each other.  After only three weeks working together 
and using only primitive hand tools, the beautiful ten room clinic was completed. 
When the clinic was finished we all planted a ‘Peace Pole’ together with the 
words ‘May peace prevail on earth’ in Vietnamese, English, Russian and French.
When I returned to Vietnam in 1992 to help build this clinic, I thought I had 
no problems, no trauma, from having served in Vietnam during the war.  I worked 
in an office during the war which means I never fired a gun.  My weapon was a 
telephone.  But returning to Vietnam in 1992, I discovered I had been traumatized 
because I was in emotional turmoil the entire time I was in there.  As I got to 
know the American veterans I was traveling with, I heard their horror stories of 
their experiences during the war.  And I heard of the horrible experiences of their 
lives after the war:  drug abuse, alcohol abuse, suicide attempts.  At the same time 
I was hearing the horror stories of the Vietnamese people we were working with. 
The Vietnamese man who was in charge of the construction of the clinic was very 
nervous around us Americans.  He chain smoked cigarettes.  We found out that 
his whole family, his wife and all of his children, had been killed in an American 
bombing raid.  Their bodies were vaporized and so all he could do was to carry 
soil, with bits of their flesh mixed in, to the family burial site.  I was in serious 
emotional turmoil after hearing these stories.  I began lashing out in anger at those 
around me and crying for reasons I couldn’t understand.
Finally, I began to understand that my emotional problems came down to one 
question.  That question was ‘why’?  Why did three million people die?  Why all 
of this death and destruction?  What could possibly justify this horror?  I was only 
one person how could I carry all of this pain and grief inside me?
What finally arose from this emotional confusion was to go to My Lai.  After 
the clinic was finished, five of us American veterans traveled to Hanoi by van. 
As we entered Quang Ngai province I insisted we stop at My Lai.  I had brought 
my violin with me to Vietnam in 1992 because I couldn’t speak the Vietnamese 
language but I felt music transcends language barriers.  So I brought my violin to 
My Lai and played ‘Taps’ on my violin as an offering to the spirits of the dead.  It 
was my personal response to all of the death and pain and suffering of everyone, 
Vietnamese and American.  It was very difficult, we were all crying and my hands 
were shaking quite badly.  But I finished playing and bowed low to the spirits.
I felt driven to come to Vietnam and help build this clinic but I never thought 
beyond the completion of the clinic.  If I had thought about the future, I probably 
would have thought that I would come to Vietnam, help build this clinic and 
return home and continue with my life at home.  But as I said, my life at the time 
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was living in a shack for many years.  That trip, though, to Vietnam in 1992 was 
a profound change in my life because I saw for the first time that there can be a 
positive response to evil.  I also discovered that finally I could live my life in a 
way that wasn’t just reacting against what I hated.  I discovered I had found a way 
to live for something good.  I could turn all of the hatred inside me into peace and 
help the people of Vietnam.  Helping to build that small clinic in 1992 is how I 
began my journey of helping the people of Vietnam.
3. The Madison Quakers Projects in Vietnam.
The projects described below are all projects of Madison Quakers, Inc. 
Since 1994 I have been the project director for the Madison Quakers projects in 
Vietnam.
(1) THE LOAN FUND PROJECTS.
The first project I worked on with the Madison Quakers was a micro credit 
program for the poor women of My Lai.  These micro credit programs provide 
small loans of money to poor women who use this money to start a small 
business.  At the end of the loan period the women pay their loans back and then 
the money is loaned out to other women.  This concept originated in Bangladesh. 
An economist from Bangladesh, Mr. Muhammad Yunus, had studied poverty 
in Bangladesh for many years and he came to the conclusion that the poor were 
Mike Boehm playing the violin in front of 
the My Lai Memorial
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intelligent and hard working.  All they lacked was capital.  So he organized a staff 
and created the Grameen Bank which gave small loans of money to poor people. 
These poor men and women would use the money to start a small business and 
then pay the loan back.
After a few years Mr. Yunus and his staff evaluated the program and 
discovered that loans that were given to women were much more successful 
than loans that were given to men and so he changed the mandate of the bank 
and began giving loans mostly to women.  This concept, loans to poor women, 
is being used in developing countries all over the world including Vietnam.  Our 
partner in Vietnam for all of our loan fund programs is the Quang Ngai province 
Women’s Union.
At the beginning of my relationship working with the Women’s Union a 
typical meeting would consist of women only except for me.  Our relationship has 
grown very strong over the years.  Four years ago I was inducted into the Women’s 
Union of Quang Ngai province.  I was made an honorary member and I now have 
my own membership card.  I’m very proud of this membership.
Typical of the uses the women make of their loans are shrimp ponds such as 
the one dug by Mrs. Doan Thi Lien and her son.  She used her loan to stock this 
pond with a kind of shrimp known as Tiger Prawn.  Other small businesses started 
by these women include raising cows, raising pigs, raising chickens and ducks, 
processing cassava into flour, buying fishing boats, fishing nets and so on.
When the women are chosen to receive loans, the women who receive first 
priority are widows.  Women such as Mrs. Nguyen Thi Sau whose husband was 
killed by the Americans and who was wounded herself are considered to be living 
in the worst economic conditions and so are given first opportunity to receive a 
loan.  When I visited Mrs. Sau’s home in 1995, I saw that she was stockpiling 
clay roof tiles.  This is something I have witnessed regularly over the years, 
once the women start making money from their business they immediately begin 
buying and stockpiling building materials so they can repair their homes.  Mrs. 
Sau’s kitchen was a simple clay pot over a wood fire on the ground outside her 
house.  For those of us who live in affluent societies, it’s hard to imagine living in 
Mike Boehm with the Quang Ngai province 
Women’s Union
Mrs. Doan Thi Lien holding the net. Her son 
is in the water collecting Tiger Prawn.
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such primitive conditions where one’s kitchen is a simple clay pot resting in the 
dirt outside.
I am very aware of being a veteran, a former American soldier, walking 
through My Lai and the surrounding hamlets.  I know that the villagers are living 
with the trauma of the massacre every day of their lives, so I never bring up this 
subject in conversation.  One day, however, Mr. Phan Van Do, who is the project 
coordinator for all of our projects in Vietnam, and I were visiting with Mrs. Tong 
in My Lai.  As we sat across from her at her kitchen table, Mr. Do introduced 
me as the representative of the Madison Quakers, the organization which funded 
the loan fund through which she obtained her loan.  Do also introduced me as a 
former American soldier.  When she heard that I had been a soldier during the 
war, her personal story began spilling from her.  She said she was six years old at 
the time of the My Lai massacre and she was one of the villagers pushed into the 
ditch by the American soldiers who then began shooting them with their machine 
guns.  She survived by pretending she was dead.
Imagine being six years old and lying under the bodies of her neighbors, 
friends and family all literally being torn to pieces by machine gun fire.  She said 
she crawled out from beneath the bodies when the Americans were gone and 
found all of her family dead including her younger sister who had her throat cut. 
When she finished telling me her story, I couldn’t say anything, I was speechless 
with horror.
The point of this story is that Mrs. Tong showed no signs of hatred toward me. 
She told me that she knew I was sent to fight in Vietnam by my government and 
it was my government she hated, not me.  I have heard this same thought from 
Vietnamese people for almost fourteen years.  The people of Vietnam make a very 
clear distinction between our government and our people.  To be able to make this 
kind of distinction indicates a level of maturity that is beyond me.
The poverty rate in this province, Quang Ngai province, is very high.  One 
way poverty is measured is in kilograms of food consumed per person per year. 
The very poorest consume only one hundred kilograms of food per year.
A few years after we funded the My Lai loan fund we funded another micro 
credit program in Pho Khanh village.  Do and I visited Pho Khanh shortly after 
the loan fund had been established and met with some of the women who had 
received loans through our program.
I would like to mention here that we feel these person-to-person meetings are 
very important.  It’s important the Vietnamese women meet me and get to know 
me as much as it’s important that I meet them.  Relationships and relationship 
building are critical aspects to our humanitarian work in Vietnam.  It’s not enough 
to just provide economic aid to the people in Vietnam.  We must also try to move 
beyond the barriers that separate us and get to know each other.
On this visit to Pho Khanh we met with Mrs. Nguyen Thi Lan.  The soil in her 
village is extremely poor quality as it is all throughout the province.  Her solution 
to this problem was very clever.  She started a tree nursery in which she planted 
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eucalyptus seedlings because eucalyptus can grow in the poorest of soils.  She 
would grow the tiny seedlings until they were about six or seven feet tall and then 
she would sell these saplings to the people in her village.  The villagers would 
continue to grow them until they reached maturity.  Then they would use the 
wood from the trees for firewood, building material or for pulp for making paper.
As we walked along with Mrs. Lan, we noticed she walked with a limp.  Do 
asked her what had happened to her leg.  She told us that in 1972 when she was 
fourteen years old she stepped on a landmine and lost most of her left leg.  A few 
years later she met a young man who, also in 1972, had stepped on a mine and 
lost his leg.  They believed because of their shared trauma that they understood 
each other better than other people could, so they got married and soon had two 
daughters.  Her husband died many years ago leaving her alone to raise their two 
children by herself, a terribly difficult position to be in.  Yet when she told us her 
story, she had no anger toward me because of the loss of her leg nor did she show 
any self pity for living in such difficult circumstances.  She was enthusiastic that 
at long last she could borrow money through our loan fund and improve the lives 
of her children.
Mrs. Lan’s story is not unique nor is her attitude.  She made nothing of her 
story but to me she is a role model.  Her strength and courage are traits I greatly 
admire and I can only hope to try to emulate her and women like her.
Finally, I would like to tell the story of Mrs. Pham Thi Huong.  We funded the 
loan fund in her village, Truong Khanh village, in March, 2000.  Again, shortly 
after the women had received their loans, Do and I returned to Truong Khanh 
village to meet with some of these women including Mrs. Huong.  As Do and I 
stood with her in her cow pen, she showed us the cow she had bought and said 
she (like all women who buy a cow) had the cow artificially inseminated so that 
as soon as the calf was born and weaned she could sell the calf and pay back her 
loan.  Then she would have the cow bred again and again after that to create a 
herd of cows.
The day before we traveled to Truong Khanh village Do had advised me that 
this village had also suffered a massacre.  For all these years since the American 
Mrs. Pham Thi Huong with Mr. Phan Van Do 
and Mike Boehm
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war in Vietnam our government and our military has been trying to portray the 
My Lai massacre as an aberration, a one time only event.  But of course, there 
were many massacres.
After we had talked to Mrs. Huong about her cow Do turned to her and asked 
if she had been in Truong Khanh at the time of the massacre.  I watched her reply 
in Vietnamese and then she began crying and couldn’t talk anymore.  She told 
us yes, she had been there the day of the massacre and that her aunt and two of 
her children had been killed.  The massacre in My Lai took place over a period 
of only four hours.  The massacre at Truong Khanh took place over a period of 
two days where the American soldiers kept returning to the village and shooting 
anyone they saw.  But they were concerned mostly about hiding the evidence of 
the massacre so they burned and partially buried the bodies.  It was days before 
the villagers felt safe enough to come out of hiding and unearth the bodies to 
inter them properly.  Bodies rot quickly in tropical heat and the last thing Mrs. 
Huong said to us before she started crying was “I cannot forget the smell of the 
decomposing bodies of my children.”
We spent a fair amount of time with Mrs. Huong that day and while I watched 
her walking and talking I felt she had died inside.  This was understandable 
because what mother could recover from such a horrible experience.
I was wrong.  Two years later Do and I returned to Truong Khanh village to 
monitor progress of the loan fund and Mrs. Huong and Mrs. Du, Chair of the village’s 
Women’s Union, were on a motorcycle at the edge of the village eagerly waiting for 
Do and me to arrive so they could show us the improvement over the previous two 
years in the lives of the women who had received loans.  We couldn’t believe the 
change that had occurred in Mrs. Huong.  She was talking and laughing and her 
eyes were bright and shiny and alive.  Do talked to her neighbors and asked them 
what had brought about such a profound change in her and they said that once 
Mrs. Huong started making money through the sale of calves that the crushing 
burden of poverty she had been living under for most of her adult life had lifted 
enough for her to finally begin to heal.
The changes I saw in Mrs. Huong and in many other women over the years 
has shown me that these loan funds are more than just economic aid.  These loan 
funds heal the spirit. Mrs. Huong now has a new house and instead of just one 
cow she now has five cows and three water buffalo.
These are the stories of just a few women.  We have funded loan fund 
programs in sixteen villages and have provided more than 3,000 loans to poor 
women.  We will continue to raise money to establish loan funds in more villages 
every year
(2) VIETNAM ETHNIC MINORITIES
There are fifty-four ethnic groups in Vietnam, the vast majority being the 
Kinh, or Vietnamese people.  The other fifty-three tribes live in mountains all 
throughout Vietnam and they have been treated by the Vietnamese people the 
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same way Native American people in my country have been treated by our 
people.  The result is centuries of hatred toward the Vietnamese people by the 
ethnic people.  This hatred has been exploited again and again over the years by 
outside forces.  The American CIA used the ethnic people, called Mountanyards 
then, to fight against the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army.  Since the end 
of the American war other organizations, many of them religious, have tried to 
foment uprisings by the ethnic people against the Vietnamese government.
Because of the sensitivity of the ethnic minority issue the Vietnamese 
government is very suspicious and cautious about who can even visit the ethnic 
people in the central provinces much less who can work with them.  It is a 
testament to the trust the Quang Ngai government has in our organization that 
over the past four years I have been asked more and more to help the ethnic 
people of this province.
The story of Mrs. Pham Thi Ru, an elderly H’re ethnic woman, is an example 
of the terrible conditions under which the mountain people live in addition to 
poverty and the aftereffects of the war.  When we met her in April, 2002, she told 
us that her last surviving son had been killed by lightning.  Two months later her 
last surviving grandson was killed by a poisonous snake.  But she does have a 
granddaughter who is young and strong and healthy.  Because her granddaughter 
can help her, Mrs. Ru has now received a loan and her life is much improved.
Two H’re women
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(3) THE PEACE PARKS － VIETNAMESE-AMERICAN PEACE PARK 
AND MY LAI PEACE PARK
(i) VIETNAMESE-AMERICAN PEACE PARK
We have two peace parks under construction in Vietnam.  The first peace 
park, the Vietnamese-American Peace Park, was inspired by a visit to Madison, 
Wisconsin (my home) by a North Vietnamese Army veteran named Nguyen Ngoc 
Hung.  He was brought to the United States in 1990 on a speaking tour promoting 
peace, friendship and reconciliation.  I can’t imagine how much courage it took 
for Hung to come to the land of his former enemy.  When he stopped in Madison 
to give his talk, local American veterans of the Vietnam war took him to the 
Wisconsin Vietnam Veterans Memorial called the Highground.
Like traditional war memorials the Highground has a number of statues on top 
of a hill.  The Highground has another memorial, the Dove Mound, which, unlike 
traditional war memorials, was inspired by Native American Effigy Mounds. 
Native American Effigy Mounds were used as inspiration in an attempt to infuse 
spirituality into this Dove Mound.  I have talked to the director of the Highground 
and he told me that he and his staff have come to the Highground in winter and 
they have seen footsteps in the snow where a veteran had walked down to the 
Dove Mound in the middle of the night to lay down on the mound in the snow.  A 
powerful testimony to the spiritual healing that was possible from this mound.
Hung was taken to the Dove Mound and then he was told how powerful this 
mound was for healing for the Americans.  He was also told that this mound was a 
place to go to remember friends who had been killed in the war or who were still 
missing in Vietnam.  When Hung heard that the mound was a place to remember 
those still missing from the war in Vietnam, he took incense he had brought 
from Hanoi, placed it on the Dove Mound and then said a prayer for his younger 
brother who is one of Vietnam’s three hundred thousand people who are missing 
in action.
The issue of American soldiers left behind in Vietnam and listed as missing in 
action is a deep unhealed wound for the American veterans.  When they saw Hung 
The Dove Mound in the Wisconsin Vietnam 
Veterans Memorial
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pray at their Dove Mound for his younger brother, they saw him for the first time 
as their brother.  A profound transformation took place in many of the Americans 
and a poem was written a few days later which ended with “...I looked into the 
eyes of my enemy and saw myself.  To kill him would be suicide.  To love him 
would be salvation.”
Three years later, in 1993, as the Madison Quakers and I were raising funds 
for the My Lai Loan Fund I heard that Nguyen Ngoc Hung was being brought to 
the United States again and I arranged for him to fly to Madison to speak to the 
people here.  I was angry at the time because the American people only talked 
about their own pain and suffering, as if the Americans were the only ones hurt 
by the war.  I wanted Hung to speak for the people of Vietnam so at the least the 
people of Madison could hear the Vietnamese story.  As I was organizing his visit 
to Madison in 1993, I heard of his visit to the Highground in 1990 for the first 
time and I thought that this encounter between Hung and the American veterans 
had profound implications for the people of Vietnam and America.  If we were 
ever going to have an honest relationship with the people of Vietnam, I felt the 
beginnings of this relationship must be founded on a deep fundamental, spiritual 
level.  And so, that visit by Hung to the Highground became the inspiration for the 
first peace park in Vietnam, the Vietnamese-American Peace Park.
Two years later, on May 11, 1995, a Memorandum of Understanding was 
signed by Vietnamese and American representatives in Hanoi for the Vietnamese-
American Peace Park.  After signing the Memorandum of Understanding we 
drove 30 miles north of Hanoi to the site of the future peace park.  With us that 
day was General Pham Hong Son, brother-in-law of General Vo Nguyen Giap. 
Vo Nguyen Giap was the leader of the Vietnamese military which first defeated 
the French and then the Americans and because of this Gen.Giap has very much 
respect in Vietnam.  It was great honor to have Gen. Son with us that day when we 
broke ground for this peace park.
At one point in the ceremonies I was standing next to Gen.Son and put my 
hand out to shake hands with him.  He pushed my hand aside and gave me a hug 
At the Vietnamese-American Peace Park, 
Mike Boehm hugs General Pham Hong Son, 
brother-in-law of General Vo Nguyen Giap.
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instead.  A hug by a Vietnamese is very uncommon. Gen.Son was so moved by 
this peace park he hugged me and then said “Most countries around the world 
continue to teach the younger generations about the horrors of war by building 
war monuments.  We are changing that tradition by building a monument to 
peace.”
After the speeches that day village elders came to the peace park to pray to the 
Earth Gods for their permission and support to build this peace park.  The soil of 
the hill where the peace park is located is so barren that soil was brought from the 
rice paddies below to put into the holes where the trees would be planted.
On November 11, 1995, six months after the groundbreaking ceremony 
described above we had the dedication ceremony for the Vietnamese-American 
Peace Park.  About thirteen American veterans of the war in Vietnam flew from the 
United States to attend this ceremony and to plant trees with their former enemies. 
Planting a tree implies hope for the future.  Planting a tree with former enemies 
gave us all, Vietnamese and Americans, a tremendous sense of hope for the future.
One special tree was planted for an American veteran named Jay Withers.  Jay 
was living in Anchorage, Alaska, and in the summer of 1994 he attended sessions 
dealing with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).  PTSD is the current term 
for the trauma caused by combat.  Only this program has the potential for helping 
former soldiers overcome their trauma.  Jay had gone through this program during 
the summer of 1994 and had been healed enough to reconcile himself with the 
Vietnamese and to want to return to Vietnam.  However, he died in his sleep in 
early December, 1994.  He was only forty-three years old and he left behind 
him his widow and three daughters.  His oldest daughter, Jessie, was the most 
devastated by his death and wanted a tree planted for him in Vietnam.
When I was in Vietnam in May, 1995, I received permission to plant a tree for 
Jay Withers at the peace park.  I was concerned, though, that the local Vietnamese 
veterans would be angry that a tree was being planted for an American veteran. 
I needn’t have worried because the Vietnamese, when I voiced my concerns to 
them, told me that what they see is a tree being planted for a soldier who fought 
and suffered as they fought and suffered.  Colonel Luong, President of the local 
American veteran plants a tree with a “former 
enemy”
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Veterans Association told me that the daughter of Jay Withers who wanted a tree 
planted for her father could be his own daughter.  The Vietnamese didn’t see a 
former enemy, they saw the daughter of a former soldier who was devastated by 
his death.
In keeping with the wishes of the family of Jay Withers I had a plaque made in 
Hanoi with the photo of Jay and his daughter Jessie.  At the bottom of the plaque 
was inscribed:
Jonathan Peter Withers
Born－ 1951
Died－ 1994
Forgiveness and peace.
After the speeches by various officials on November 11, 1995, I read a letter 
of congratulation and support by Anne and Emily Morrison.  They are the widow 
and daughter of Norman Morrison.
Norman Morrison was a Quaker whose congregation was the Stony Run 
Meeting in Baltimore, Maryland.  He had been opposed to the war in Vietnam 
from the very beginning.  On November 2, 1965, he read an article by I. F.  Stone 
which was an interview with a French priest.  This priest was hospitalized with 
terrible wounds from an American bombing raid.  He was raging at the Americans 
because so many Vietnamese children had been killed in this raid. “They will 
answer to god for their crimes,” he raved.
The death of these children changed something inside Norman and he waited 
until his wife Anne went to school to meet their two older children, Christina age 
5 and Ben age 7.  He then took his one-year-old daughter, Emily, with him to the 
Pentagon.  I don’t think he knew this but he was in front of the office of Robert 
McNamara.  He put Emily aside, poured gasoline on himself and set himself on 
fire.  He had obviously been inspired by Vietnamese Buddhist monks who had 
been immolating themselves in an effort to end the war in Vietnam.
Norman’s self-immolation shocked the people of the United States.  They 
couldn’t accept what he had done.  The Vietnamese, however, understood 
very well that Norman Morrison had sacrificed himself to try to end the war in 
Vietnam.  In Vietnam postage stamps were issued in his honor and streets were 
named after him. Mr. To Huu, one of Vietnam’s most important poets at that 
time, wrote a poem just days after Norman’s death entitled “Emily, my child”. 
That poem was required learning throughout all secondary schools in Vietnam.
Having a letter from Anne and Emily congratulating us, Vietnamese and 
Americans, for putting aside the past and working together to build this peace 
park, was very moving.  In their letter they told us how proud Norman would be 
to know of this peace park.
Four years later the family of Norman Morrison came to Vietnam for the first 
time.  During the two weeks Norman’s family was in Vietnam their time there 
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was tightly scheduled with meeting after meeting with the old revolutionaries who 
told them with tears in their eyes exactly what they were doing all those years ago, 
where they were fighting, when they heard the news of Norman’s death.  Anne 
and Emily and Christina Morrison tried to meet every request by the Vietnamese 
but insisted they be able to visit the Vietnamese-American Peace Park during their 
visit in the north.  When they came to the park they planted a tree for Norman, and 
his daughters, Emily and Christina, held their very first memorial service for their 
father.
During the second week of their visit to Vietnam the Morrison family came to 
visit the humanitarian projects we have in My Lai.  We took them to visit our new 
school, to visit women who received loans through the My Lai Loan Fund project 
and finally we took them to the site of the future My Lai Peace Park.  While 
visiting the My Lai primary school built by the Madison Quakers, they saw for the 
first time the Art Penpals project.  This project facilitates the exchange of art work 
between the children of My Lai and Madison, Wisconsin.  They were all moved 
by the idea of this art exchange and Christina Morrison, who is an artist and poet, 
decided to use the drawings of the children to help us raise money for future 
schools in My Lai. Christina chose the six best drawings of the children of My Lai 
and created greeting cards from these drawings which we now sell to raise funds 
for more schools.
Two Americans who came to Vietnam to help dedicate the Vietnamese-
American Peace Park on November 11, 1995 were Betty Boardman and Glenn 
Clark.  Both of them are Quakers but there is where the similarity ends.  Betty 
gained international attention in 1967 when she traveled to Vietnam from Japan 
on the ship Phoenix.  She traveled with five other Americans to deliver medical 
supplies to North Vietnam, Hai Phong and Hanoi.  Her journey to Vietnam 
polarized the United States.  Some Americans thought she was a traitor and some 
thought she was a hero.  Betty thought then as she still thinks today that the war 
in Vietnam was an obscenity.  Glenn Clark was a helicopter pilot during the war, 
he thought then as he still thinks today that he made the correct decision to fight 
for democracy for South Vietnam.  Since both Betty and Glenn were Quakers both 
Christina Morrison, seated, looks at the 
children’s artwork.
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of them were on the committee for this peace park.  But since both of them had 
completely opposite views about the Vietnam War, inevitably they would begin 
arguing during the meetings.  On the day we dedicated the peace park, however, 
Betty and Glenn, like all the Americans who attended the ceremony that day, 
were profoundly affected by this event and they were seen walking hand-in-hand 
through the peace park.  Being at the Vietnamese-American Peace Park made us, 
at least for that one day, better people than we normally were.
While Hung was in the United States he heard a story of two American Indian 
chiefs who had been mortal enemies.  They had stopped fighting each other, 
smoked the peace pipe together and vowed never to fight each other again.  Hung 
was very moved by this idea and asked us if a peace pipe ceremony could be 
performed for the dedication ceremony of the Vietnamese-American Peace Park. 
David Giffey, the American Vietnam veteran who had designed the Dove Mound 
mentioned earlier, approached a Native American spiritual leader who taught 
him how to pray to the sky, the four directions and to the earth.  He also taught 
David the following prayer:  “Grandfather, Great Spirit, we point this pipe to the 
heavens and ask you to look on the people of Vietnam and America as we share 
the dove of peace in a spirit of friendship, and to guide our steps on a bridge of 
understanding between our two nations.”  After the Peace Pipe ceremony, white 
doves representing peace were released.
In late 1998, U.S. Ambassador to Vietnam, Mr ‘Pete’ Peterson visited the 
Vietnamese-American Peace Park to plant his tree there.  After planting his tree 
he told us that “This peace park is an example of the exchange of love and mutual 
respect between the people of our two countries.”
(ii) MY LAI PEACE PARK
In early May, 1995, along with Mrs. Ho Thi Hanh, Chair, Quang Ngai Women’s 
Union and Mr. Phan Van Do, a teacher of English at the Quang Ngai College, we 
spent a day visiting women who had received loans through our My Lai Loan 
Fund program.  We walked from one woman’s house to the next talking to these 
‘Pete’ Peterson, U.S. Ambassador to Vietnam, 
visits the Vietnamese-American Peace Park.
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women about the businesses they had started with their loans in order to evaluate 
the success of this fund.  At the end of the day Mrs. Hanh, Mr. Do and I went to 
My Khe beach to continue the conversation about loan funds.  At one point in the 
discussion I mentioned that I would be returning to Hanoi in two days to attend 
the ground breaking ceremony of the Vietnamese-American Peace Park. Do and 
Mrs. Hanh were silent at first but then began asking me questions about this peace 
park.  What was a peace park they wanted to know?  I explained that since we, 
both Vietnam and the U.S., have many memorials to war, this peace park would 
have nothing to commemorate war.
There would be no artillery pieces, no statues, nothing to celebrate war. 
Instead, this peace park would be filled with trees, shrubs, flowers and fish ponds. 
It would be a green, living, monument to peace.  They both seemed stunned when 
they heard me describe the peace park.  Vietnamese people have been driving 
out invaders for more than three thousand years.  They have driven out the 
Chinese at least nine times.  They defeated the Mongols twice.  They have fought 
the Japanese, French, Americans, Cambodians, Thais so they have many war 
memorials.  They have never conceived the idea of a memorial for peace.  After 
more questions about peace parks Do turned to me and asked “Can the Madison 
Quakers help us build a peace park for My Lai?”
On March 16, 1998, the 30th anniversary of the My Lai massacre and three 
years after that first discussion at My Khe beach a simple groundbreaking 
ceremony was held for the second peace park, the My Lai Peace Park.
Attending the ceremony that day were two special guests, Hugh Thompson 
and Larry Colburn.  Hugh Thompson, Larry Colburn and Glenn Andreotta had 
just received the Soldiers Medal the week before in front of the Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial in Washington, DC for their role in rescuing villagers during the 
massacre at My Lai and for ending the massacre.
On March 16, 1968, Hugh Thompson, Larry Colburn and Glenn Andreotta 
were flying in their helicopter and couldn’t believe what they were seeing.  They 
watched as an Army Captain walked up to a wounded woman and shot her in the 
head and then watched in horror as American soldiers fired their machine guns 
into a ditch filled with men, women and children.  Shortly after that they saw more 
The 30th anniversary of the My Lai Massacre 
held at the My Lai Memorial in 1998
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American soldiers approaching a bunker where ten Vietnamese villagers were 
hiding.  Hugh landed his helicopter between the Vietnamese and the Americans. 
He got out of his helicopter unarmed to confront the Americans but first he turned 
to his machine gunner, Larry Colburn, and ordered him to shoot the American 
soldiers if they started shooting the Vietnamese civilians.  He then ordered two 
Huey helicopters to land to take the villagers to safety.  When he was sure the 
villagers were safe, he flew back to headquarters and angrily told the commanding 
officer about what was happening in My Lai. His actions ended the massacre. 
(Hugh Thompson was almost court-martialed for his actions.  In his words “I 
went through four years of hell.”  He was ostracized by his fellow pilots, he and 
his family received death threats, he found dead animals that had been thrown at 
his door.  But he and his crew finally received recognition and the Soldiers Medal 
thirty years later.  Hugh Thompson died January 6, 2006, from cancer.)
Three years later, on March 16, 2001, twenty-five Americans flew to Vietnam 
to help dedicate the My Lai Peace Park.  Hugh Thompson and Larry Colburn 
returned for the ceremony and on this return to Vietnam Larry brought his wife, 
Lisa, and his son, Connor, with him to Vietnam.  After we planted trees with our 
Vietnamese counterparts, some of whom had survived the massacre at My Lai, 
we went to My Khe beach for lunch.  Shortly after we arrived at My Khe beach a 
man from Ireland, Brendan Jones, met us there.  Brendan told us he had heard of 
the ceremonies at the My Lai Peace Park and tried to find us but he didn’t know 
where the park was located.  He was very disappointed because he couldn’t attend 
the ceremonies so Do and I arranged for him to visit the My Lai Peace Park by 
motorcycle by himself.  Months later when Brendan was back in Dublin, Ireland, 
and I was back in Madison, Wisconsin, I received a letter from him.  In the letter 
Brendan wrote “Mike, you asked me what the park meant to me and as I think 
back now and remember the workers from the paddy fields eating their meal under 
one of the trees, I think to myself that there is hope for peace in Ireland.”
Honored guests who have traveled to My Lai to visit the My Lai Peace Park 
and plant trees have included Prof. Hiroshi Fujimoto and his students from Nanzan 
University in Nagoya.  He later brought many former protesters of the American 
war in Vietnam, from Japan to plant their trees at the My Lai Peace Park.  Over 
the years both American war veterans and American anti-war protesters (sometimes 
side-by-side) have come to the My Lai Peace Park to plant trees.
People from around the world are profoundly moved by the hope they perceive 
from former enemies working together to build a peace park at the site of this 
horrible killing ground.
(4) PRIMARY SCHOOLS FOR MY LAI
On March 16, 1998, the Madison Quakers initiated yet another project for the 
people of My Lai.  On that day we broke ground for the construction of the first of 
a series of primary schools we have been building for the school children of My 
Lai.  For a simple ceremony to commemorate the beginning of this first school 
44 NANZAN REVIEW OF AMERICAN STUDIES  27 / 2005 45NANZAN REVIEW OF AMERICAN STUDIES  27 / 2005
we tied ‘Friendship Bracelets’ around the wrists of the school children.  These 
bracelets, made of braided colored thread, were given to us by school children 
from Madison as a gift for the children of My Lai.
We have been funding the construction of these primary school buildings 
because, while the population of Vietnam has more than doubled since the end 
of the American war in 1975, the rebuilding of the infrastructure has not kept 
pace.  Because there were not enough classrooms to teach all the children living 
in My Lai many of these children were taught in private homes or old rice storage 
warehouses with dirt floors and crude wooden benches.
In late 1998, shortly after we funded the first three-room school building, 
I gave a slide presentation to a group of girls from Girl Scout Troop #50 in 
Madison.  When I show slides to children I orient the presentation around the lives 
of the children of Vietnam.  I told the girls in the girl scout troop that the children 
of Vietnam like to do many of the same things the girls liked to do such as playing 
soccer.  Then I showed the girl scouts in Madison the school we had just built 
for the children of My Lai.  I told them that this school did not have a toilet.  For 
these girls, privileged middle class children from Madison, this was unbelievable. 
These girls were already struggling with the idea that most Vietnamese people 
do not have running water in their homes, that sometimes they must go a long 
distance to carry water back to their homes.
Shortly after I gave my presentation to the girls in Madison they took it upon 
themselves, with the guidance of their Den Mother, to write a grant for $500. 
They took that $500 along with money they had made from the sale of Girl Scout 
Cookies and gave it to me to build a toilet for the school in My Lai.  I think it is 
important that young Americans become involved in helping others less fortunate 
than themselves so I continue to work with children to get them involved with 
helping the poor people of Vietnam.
Once construction of the small three-room school for My Lai was finished, we 
began raising money for a much larger eight-room school building for My Lai. 
This building was finished and dedicated on March 17, 2001.  There were many 
speeches that day but the speech I remember most fondly was a speech by a young 
An eight-room primary school  under 
construction at My Lai
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Vietnamese girl.  She said that Uncle Ho, (Vietnam’s former President Ho Chi 
Minh), taught the people of Vietnam that education was very important.  So, on 
behalf of the school children of My Lai she wanted to thank the Madison Quakers 
for their help in constructing this school and she hoped for more help from us in 
the future.
We have built yet another eight-room school building which was dedicated on 
March 16, 2004, and we are raising funds for a final twelve-room building.  Once 
this last school building is constructed, the need for classroom space will finally 
be met.  We will then continue raising funds to build school buildings in other 
villages in Quang Ngai province.
(5) SISTERS MEETING SISTERS PROJECT
Our humanitarian projects in My Lai have helped to create a new project 
involving the women of Vietnam and El Salvador.  The inspiration for this project 
came from Madison Mayor Susan Bauma’s visit to Arcatao, El Salvador, one of 
Madison’s Sister Cities, in the fall of 1998.  While she was in El Salvador she 
met with many women’s organizations.  The women in these organizations talked 
with her about the difficult issues they were working on such as the sweat shops 
in El Salvador where so many women work and are exploited.  These women also 
told Mayor Bauman about the loan fund projects they were trying to implement 
but they were having difficulties in setting them up.  It was suggested to Mayor 
Bauman that a visit by the women of My Lai might be helpful to the women of 
El Salvador because the loan fund programs we have established in My Lai and 
elsewhere have been very successful.  She thought this was a good suggestion and 
A Vietnamese girl speaking about the 
importance of education
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when she returned to Madison her staff contacted me because of my relationship 
with the Vietnam Women’s Union.
In January, 2000, I was sent to El Salvador on behalf of the newly created 
Sisters Meeting Sisters project where I met with many women’s organizations. 
Each time I met with the different groups of women in El Salvador I would 
present them this new project as an idea only.  I asked for their opinion because 
if they disagreed with this project we would discontinue it.  The women of El 
Salvador reacted very emotionally to this idea.  All of the women I met in El 
Salvador are former guerillas.  And all of the guerilla forces in El Salvador, 
Nicaragua and Guatemala look up to and admire the people of Vietnam for having 
won their revolution.  I was told by the El Salvadoran women that just meeting the 
women of Vietnam will help revitalize their organizations.
During the year following my first visit to El Salvador the women of Vietnam 
and the women of El Salvador exchanged a series of very powerful letters (which 
we translated from Vietnamese to English to Spanish and back again) in which 
they called upon the women of the world to unite to end the fratricide of war.
Here are some quotes from those letters:
“The heroic struggle of the Vietnamese people always has been an example for our 
people, keeping before us our struggle, giving us the strength to continue forward.”
(Rosibel Flores, Executive Director, ‘Las Melidas’)
“Today as our people live in ostensible peace, women are confronted with a 
new struggle, a struggle for our rights, to achieve gender equality, to change 
the patriarchal system that keeps us in subordination to men and enjoying fewer 
opportunities, a struggle to improve our quality of life.”
(Rosibel Flores, Executive Director, ‘Las Melidas’)
“Hoping that in the near future we will get together to repudiate all kinds of armed 
conflict in the world;  this would be one of those objectives that we could have 
together.”
(Experanza Ortega, President, Association of Women, Arcatao, Chalatenango, El 
Salvador)
“...Quang Ngai women see that we and you, El Salvador women have many similar 
problems, one of which is that you passed through war like us. Especially, Mr. Roy 
Mike Boehm presented us a stone picked up in the village where many El Salvador 
people were slaughtered.  The stone is taken care of as a valuable souvenir with 
blood and tear of El Salvador women.  We understand your suffering and loss and 
we believe that you will try to overcome every difficulties in life.”
The women from Vietnam and El Salvador also created an agenda of issues 
they wanted to discuss with each other when they met that went well beyond 
discussing only loan funds.  The issues they wish to discuss with each are common 
to women all over the world:  domestic violence, sexual violence, women in the 
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work place, women in government and most importantly healing from the trauma 
of war.
One of my meetings with the women of El Salvador took place on the dry 
riverbed of the Rio Sumpul.  After discussing the Sisters Meeting Sisters project 
with Esperanza, Tita, Esmeralda and Adela, four women who represented their 
local women’s organization, Esperanza began telling me of a massacre which 
took place at the very place we were sitting. (In the middle 1980’s the El 
Salvadoran government, which the U.S. government was supporting, becoming 
frustrated with not knowing who were the guerillas in a particular village and who 
were not, stopped trying to differentiate and began killing everyone in a village 
suspected of harboring guerillas.)
Esperanza told me that these four women seated in circle with me had, along 
with hundreds of other villagers, fled government soldiers who were coming 
to kill them all.  When they reached the Rio Sumpul the river was much higher 
then and as they began swimming across the river El Salvadoran soldiers began 
shooting them with their M-16’s.  Esperanza’s only surviving son, Alberto, 
who was nine years old at the time of the massacre, managed to swim across the 
river and climb a small hill.  He watched in horror as the government soldiers, 
becoming weary with killing, would hand their M-16’s to other soldiers so they 
could continue the killing. (I have been in this position many times over the years; 
sitting with women in their kitchens, rice paddies, pig pens, cow pens and here 
on the Rio Sumpul listening to the obscene horrors they have suffered.  And just 
hearing their stories and carrying them with me has caused emotional problems 
for me.  I can’t imagine how these women who have survived these horrors can 
still look to the future, raising their families and rebuilding their communities after 
war.  I can only guess at the strength they possess, which I know I don’t possess, 
and admire them and support them in any way I can.)
When Esperanza finished telling me about this massacre she said “I have 
given testimony about this massacre all over the world including the Vatican. 
This is the first time I have given testimony at the site of the massacre.”  She then 
reached down to pick up a small stone which she handed to me saying “Please 
give this stone to the women of My Lai as a symbol of today’s testimony.” Shortly 
after that I was in Vietnam and on March 16, 2000, I formally handed the stone in 
a lacquer box to the Women’s Union.  Before they have even met, these women 
have experienced a powerful exchange between each other.
(6) ART PENPALS
All of the projects funded by the Madison Quakers which I have described 
above have been the result of requests by the Vietnamese:  either from the 
Women’s Union, Education Authorities or the People’s Committee.  We feel the 
Vietnamese know much better than we do what they need for their village.  This 
is not true of many humanitarian organizations working in Vietnam.  Too often 
many of these organizations will come to Vietnam and tell the Vietnamese what 
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they are going to do rather than sitting down with them and listening to their 
needs.
However, I did initiate one project myself － the Art Penpals project.  The Art 
Penpals project was begun in the fall of 1996 as a way for the children of My Lai 
and Madison, Wisconsin, to get to learn more about each other.  When we think 
about how little we know our next door neighbor we begin to comprehend how 
little we know of people on the other side of the world and therefore how easy 
it is to go to war with them.  Through the exchange of art between the children 
of our two countries we hope to make war between them in the future harder to 
initiate.
We began the Art Penpals project with a meeting with Mr. Trung, Vice-
Principle of the My Lai primary school in 1996.  He agreed this was a very good 
project for his students.  We then provided paper, pens, crayons etc. because the 
school is very poor and the first art exchange was begun.  Since then most of the 
primary schools in Madison have taken part in this art exchange.  Other primary 
schools in the U.S. have taken part in this exchange as well.
********************************
America was violently torn apart by the war in Vietnam and that rift is still not 
healed.  My own family is representative of that rending.  My younger brother is 
also a Vietnam veteran.  His tour in Vietnam and mine overlapped so that at one 
point we were in Vietnam at the same time.  We were able to have an in-country 
R&R (rest and recuperation) together just days before I left Vietnam.  Nearly 
eight years ago he stopped speaking to me.  He told me what I was doing (helping 
the poor people of Vietnam) was treason, that I was helping the communists.  The 
last thing he said to me was “If you love those fucking people so much get out of 
here, move to Vietnam.”
I don’t blame my brother for his hatred.  Combat destroyed an essential part 
of him and all that is left is hatred.  However, it took years for me to understand 
this and understanding came about only through the process of facilitating the 
Mr. Trung, vice-principal of My Lai primary 
school, speaking with Mr. Do about the Art 
Penpals program.
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humanitarian projects in Vietnam.
Working in Vietnam has been a painful process at times because I have been 
forced to confront myself and realize that, in the words of Utah Phillips, I “....came 
into the world armed to the teeth with an arsenal of weapons.  The weapons of 
privilege:  racial privilege, sexual privilege and economic privilege.” *  These 
insights, painful though they sometimes were, have helped me to grow and mature 
and to see, in a more realistic way, the issues such as peace and justice which I 
had thought I understood before.
For example, like most Americans I lived with the myth that as an American I 
could not possibly commit evil and that those Americans who did were deviants. 
It took me years to realize that the only difference between me and those who 
committed the massacre at My Lai (or Auschwitz or Nanking or Rwanda) was 
that I was lucky I wasn’t there.  I had to face the deeper truth that the capacity for 
evil exists in all of us.
Finally, I learned that for all of us to keep our strength to continue our struggle 
for justice in the world, so that future generations have something to build on, 
we need to recognize and cherish hope wherever we can find it.  For me hope has 
come from my work with the people of Vietnam and America to help the poor 
people of My Lai.  I have seen that if we, not only Vietnamese and Americans, 
but people the world over, can sit down together with respect and humility and be 
willing to listen and learn from each other, then anything is possible.  Because if 
hope can rise from the ashes of My Lai, it can rise anywhere.
＊This quote is from the song titled “Korea” which appeared on the CD “The Past Didn’t Go 
Anywhere.”
